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Chef
Directed by Jon Favreau. Aldamisa Entertainment. 2014. 114 min.
Here’s the setup: Carl Casper (Jon Favreau) is a talented, star chef, working in Los Angeles at a 
posh and profitable restaurant. But he’s in a spiritual and 
creative rut. His restaurant’s repressive, business-minded 
owner (Dustin Hoffman) prevents him from cooking the 
innovative and exotic foods that inspire him, and over 
time, Chef Casper has gradually lost control over his own 
kitchen and his creative life. When an important food crit-
ic (Oliver Platt) publishes a scathing and insulting review 
of Casper’s food, suggesting that the chef has traded his 
talent and passion for middle-class mediocrity, an enraged 
Casper challenges the critic to return to the restaurant 
for a second go. But Casper’s temper prevents him from 
getting the chance to cook the critic a better meal: he 
fights with the inflexible restaurant owner, is fired, and 
then storms into the restaurant to scream at the critic—a 
public ragefest that ends up on the Internet, making 
Casper both a laughing-stock and a professional pariah.
In need of a job, Casper agrees to accompany his 
ex-wife (Sofia Vergara) and son (Emjay Anthony) on 
a trip to Miami, where, upon sampling the comforting 
flavors of a Cuban sandwich, the chef realizes that his 
ex-wife’s suggestion that he open a food truck might be a 
pretty good idea. He gets his hands on an old truck, and 
with some help from his former line cook, Martin (John 
Leguizamo), spruces it up. Before you know it, Casper has 
his groove back: Cooking simple but delicious Cuban food 
(medianoche sandwiches, fried yucca), he is brought back 
to life creatively and is able to reconnect with his friends 
and family. With his son and line cook in tow, he decides 
to drive his truck back to L.A., stopping in different cities 
along the way, adding local flavors and specialties to his 
menu: beignets in New Orleans, barbecue in Austin. 
Everything ends happily when, back in L.A., his successful 
food truck captures the attention of the same food critic 
who initially sank his career. This time, however, the 
critic is so smitten by Casper’s delicious and ethnically 
enhanced menu, that he offers to back Casper in a new 
restaurant, where the chef will have full creative control. 
Chef is a cannily made, mostly delightful concoc-
tion, offering many satisfying pleasures. Writer-director 
Favreau, best known for action blockbusters such as Iron 
Man 1 and 2, abandons the frenetic violence of such 
films for the thoughtful character development, leisurely 
pace, and sensuous camerawork that characterize Chef. 
Providing lavish close-ups of dishes that are at once col-
orful, sculptural compositions and also mouth-watering, 
tantalizing meals, he uses the camera to seduce viewers 
into experiencing the eros of food. We can see and feel the 
artistry and passion that Casper pours into his cooking, 
and when at the midpoint of the film, the chef begins to 
sing a Caribbeanized version of Marvin Gaye’s “Sexual 
Healing” while driving his food truck, we understand 
that he has finally recuperated his inspiration and is once 
again living life, fully.  
Chef can thus also be seen as the story of the redemp-
tion of a white man. In the current economic climate, 
when many people have had to deal with the unpleasant 
realities of joblessness and downward mobility, Chef 
offers an uplifting tale that suggests that when your life 
falls apart, redemptive and ultimately fulfilling things 
will happen. Degraded professional possibilities are really 
opportunities for entrepreneurial chutzpah and spiritual 
rejuvenation. While that may be a reassuring fable many 
want to hear right now, I couldn’t help but notice how, 
throughout the film, the restoration of Chef Casper is 
also crucially enabled by his ability to find regenerative 
artistic resources in the commodification of Latino cul-
ture, even as this heterophagy does nothing to lift Latinos 
out of the secondariness to which they are relegated for 
most of the film.  
One key scene in this regard occurs when Casper 
acquires a dilapidated and filthy food truck from his 
ex-wife’s other ex-husband (Robert Downey, Jr.). After 
cleaning the truck and buying new equipment, Casper 
and his son find that they cannot lift the heavy new ap-
pliances into the truck. They ask for help from a crew of 
undocumented Latino workmen who are relaxing nearby, 
but they are ignored. Then, his friend and former line 
cook re-appears, declaring, somewhat surprisingly, that 
he has quit his old job—where he had just been promoted 
to sous chef—in order to help Casper follow his dream. 
184     Film Reviews	 Diálogo
Bill Johnson González Volume 18 Number 1 Spring 2015
Realizing the challenge of getting the new equipment 
into the truck, Martin calls out to the undocumented 
workers, saying (in Spanish, hence this conversation is 
opaque to monolingual English audiences): “This man 
is a great chef, and he will make you the most empinga’o 
sandwich you’ve ever had. So come help us move this 
equipment, or I will call immigration!” The workers, of 
course, generously provide their immediate assistance 
(they are paid with sandwiches), and the film moves 
on. While this is an ironic, comic moment placed in the 
film for Spanish speakers, I was nevertheless struck by 
how details such as these may also reveal an awareness 
on the part of the filmmaker regarding the exploitability 
of Latinidad. 
The film treads well-established territory. As Frantz 
Fanon argued long ago in Black Skin, White Masks, the 
cultures of people of color are often imagined to provide 
whites with an “insurance policy on humanness,” guaran-
teeing them a pathway back to the sensuous, sexual, and 
primal life forces from which they have become alienated 
in modern life (129). As Casper cooks up medianoches for 
the masses, Chef furthers this fantasy, but also obliquely 
calls attention to the Latino labor that will not benefit in 
the same way from this promised rejuvenation, despite 
the celebration, eroticization, and commodification of 
Latino cuisine and cultural styles that underwrite the 
entire fantasy. Thus, even in Casper’s fall from grace, 
cultural hierarchies remain in place. Martin consistently 
refers to Casper as “Sir,” and “Boss,” even though they are 
a two-person team, and he’s the one left doing the heavy 
work of preparing the lechón, while Casper goes off to 
bond with his son. Casper’s truck is emblazoned with the 
name “El Jefe”—Martin’s friend magically transforms the 
truck overnight, for free—and Casper himself has this 
name tattooed on his fingers, cholo-style. Casper’s rela-
tion to Latinidad is best expressed when he successfully 
remarries his ex-wife, who is not only the symbolic em-
bodiment of the sexiness of Latino culture, but also of its 
generosity and profitable generativity: it’s her money, after 
all, that gets Casper to Miami, and her ex who donates the 
truck. It was her idea to open a food truck, and she is, of 
course, the mother of Casper’s child. In the film, though, 
she seems a distant muse, brought on to help Casper 
realize his dreams, mature, and then be his trophy. Her 
child provides an important alibi in this fantasy: as half 
Latino, he represents the future, and will one day fill his 
father’s shoes and become a “jefe” too. For now, though, 
he’s a mere apprentice, offering unconditional admiration 
of, and gratitude for, the father’s tutelage.
Chef smartly capitalizes on cultural trends of the 
moment, spinning a whole narrative out of the real-life 
rise of the food truck phenomenon and the increasing 
cultural power of social media like Twitter and Facebook. 
In fact, the plot of the film seems loosely based on the re-
al-life experiences of chef Roy Choi, the king of L.A. food 
trucks, who also served as a consultant on the film. Choi 
ditched his job at a fancy restaurant to open a food truck 
selling Korean tacos in downtown L.A. By promoting his 
business on Twitter, Choi’s truck brought him fame and 
fortune. According to a recent New York Times profile, 
Choi is now opening a hotel restaurant that will feature 
Korean comfort food, hoping it will bring business into a 
run-down neighborhood by emphasizing the attractions 
of its local, ethnic character. Chef thus depicts, with the 
substitution of a white protagonist, a complex, emerging 
nexus of food, culture, race, and capitalism.
Bill Johnson González 
DePaul University
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